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Norton rose to shake hands.

"You English are early risers, I always heard/'
Mourakin said in his soft voice. His eyes seemed to
Norton to hold a shadow of reproach.

"You have been talking of the war, no doubt/' he
added." Then, without waiting for a reply,

"You and your subsidies, milord, will bring sorrow
to many Russian homes before long. You will not
have laboured in vain when the casualty lists begin to
come in."

His tone, superficially light, carried an undercurrent
of bitterness.

"Whatever is the matter with you, Count?*' the
Princess said.

He looked across at her inscrutably. "Only the
burden of life, Madame."

"Oh, is that all?"

"Is it not enough?"

"No. Every life has a burden, just as every body
has a skeleton. But it is only when we are ill that the
skeleton seems heavy to drag about."

Mourakin pondered, "Then I suppose I am ill,"
he said. Norton coughed uneasily. This sort of talk
annoyed him. It was so frothy, so remote from the
known and acknowledged boundaries of decent con-
versation. Two people talking together could say
what they liked, of course, but where there were more
than two certain rules had to be observed. It wasn't
quite proper of Natasha, it wasn't at all agreeable of
her, to talk about her skeleton in that way. His
mother would never dream of discussing such a delicate
matter. . . . Never have dreamed, he meant.

Involuntarily, he frowned. . Metaphysical talk flowed
around him and over his head. Another visitor called